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Field Notes:

November 22. 1999

What’s the big deal about turkeys?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Looking back on it, one can hardly imagine how a great American and patriot named
Benjamin Franklin could have proposed the turkey as our national bird. Just think how a turkey
might have looked holding the thirteen arrows and olive branch on the Great Seal, or how it
might have sounded when our astronauts landed on the moon to have heard them announce that
the Turkey had landed.
Obviously the turkey has been maligned over the years to give us the impression that it is
a stupid bird only useful as the main dish on Thanksgiving. Any turkey hunter can tell you that
turkeys in the wild are anything but stupid. To see them in their natural setting it’s a little easier
to understand how Franklin thought so highly of this noble bird. Of all our local game species,
the wild turkey is likely the hunter’s most worthy adversary.
Old Tom Turkey’s domesticated cousin is much different from the wild variety even
though they are similar in appearance. Wild turkeys are great fliers, but their cultured relatives
can scarcely clear the ground. The domestic bird has been hybridized to be a better meat
producer and converter of feed.
Many farms in this area used to have turkeys, along with chickens, guineas, peafowl, and
even an ugly thing people used to call “turkens” which looked like chickens with a turkey’s
head. With the exodus of rural people to the city, small flock poultry is very rare today, but

commercial production has increased astronomically. I’m not talking about chickens here, and
we all know how great that industry is, but turkeys have also become big business in some areas.
In the U.S., turkey production has increased from 124 million birds in 1975 to 285
million in 1998 which was the last year I have figures for. During that same period, per capita
consumption of turkey in this country has increased from about five pounds to almost twenty
pounds. Not only do we eat the bird on Thanksgiving; it is used in many forms throughout the
year. Health conscious Americans eat turkey bologna, hotdogs, pastrami, and burgers. Our
ideas have changed a lot since the fifties when a turkey hot dog would have been ridiculous.
The Thanksgiving turkey is a family tradition in many homes, including ours. My wife
Doris always wants me to slice the thing, and I always murder it just the way I did the previous
year. Oh well, it really doesn’t matter much because after about 30 minutes the whole thing is
history.
Thanksgiving is a special day when families get together. We should honor its name by
giving thanks to God for all our blessings, including the turkey. After all, most of us only make
contributions during our lives, but the turkey makes a real commitment. Happy Thanksgiving.

